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No order, no hegemon
The Middle East in flux  |  By Volker Perthes

F
or decades, at least 
through the Cold War 
and into the US-led inva-
sion of Iraq, the Middle 

East formed a highly conflicted, 
but rather durable “regional secu-
rity complex” (Barry Buzan). It 
was defined by the geopolitical 
conflict between East and West, 
the region’s oil-dependent politi-
cal economy, and rather stagnant 
political systems. Change was 
limited, but the “stability” the 
regional states seemed to provide 
was a false one at best. Seven 
brief points to sketch what we see 
today in a region in flux.

1. If only one major headline 
could be used to character-

ize the current state of the Middle 
East, it would be the dissolu-
tion of order. Systems of order in 
the geographical space stretching 
from North Africa to the Persian 
Gulf are breaking up on different 
levels. The established system of 
states and borders is obviously 
under pressure. Domestic order 
has been disintegrating in Syria, 
Yemen and Libya; Iraq has been 
at risk of fragmentation for quite 
some time. Moreover, the norma-
tive and moral order of the region 
is under threat, particularly the 
never easy yet time-honored cul-
ture of coexistence between a rich 
variety of religious, confessional 
and ethnic communities.

By all appearances it seems that 
the disruptions and changes we 
have been witnessing since the 
Arab revolts of 2011 are only 
the first phase of a comprehen-
sive transformation that will 
leave no country in the region 
untouched. Transformation can 
come through different channels, 
of course: evolutionary change, 
reform from above, negotiations, 
revolutions, war, civil war or any 
combination of the above; it can 
also result from political as well 
as social, economic, demographic, 
technological or climate pres-
sures. But whatever the dynam-
ics, it is difficult to imagine that 
ten years hence countries such as 
Saudi Arabia or Iran will look the 
same as today in terms of their 
politics, economy or society.

2. In the Middle East, as 
everywhere else, all poli-

tics is local. Conflicts have local 
causes, mainly related to the dig-
nity and rights of 
people, to the inclu-
sivity or exclusivity 
of their regimes of 
governance. The 
revolts of 2011 – 
often referred to as 
the “Arab Spring,” a 
misleading term that 
is too seasonal and 
falsely implied quick 
and positive results – 
have largely failed. 

Tunisia is thus far 
the notable excep-
tion. But the issues 
at stake remain, and 
the same applies 
to the generational 
experience that stag-
nant political condi-
tions are not stable if large parts 
of the population feel excluded 
from the distribution of power, 
income and resources.

Despite appearances to the con-
trary, religion is not the root cause 
of conflict in the Middle East. 
But wherever states fail, or social 
contracts and societal consensus 

break down in the process of 
state failure, people take refuge in 
older, sub-state and often trans-
national identities. Confessional, 
sectarian and ethnic fault lines 
gain relevance, both as a response 
to and as a multiplier of deepest 
fears. Sectarian mobilization by 
policymakers and warlords alike, 
particularly along the Sunni-Shia 
divide, has led to a region-wide 
polarization at local levels – most 
clearly in Syria and Iraq – as 
well as regionally. There is little 
wonder that the essentially geopo-
litical conflict over regional hege-
mony between Saudi Arabia and 
Iran has increasingly been cast in 
sectarian terms.

3. The geopolitical balance 
of forces in the region is 

highly fluid. In 2011, Turkey, 
under the leadership of the mod-
erate Islamist AKP, seemed to 
reap the major geopolitical ben-
efit from the wave of revolts in 
the Arab world. In 2013, Saudi 
Arabia suddenly appeared as the 
leading regional power. In 2015 

and 2016, Iran man-
aged to stabilize its 
influence and acquire 
a quasi-hegemonic 
position, at least in 
the Arab East along 
the Iraq-Syria-Leba-
non axis.

This may or may 
not last. There is no 
stable balance of 
power in the regional 
state system, but 
rather a balance of 
mistrust that has 
thus far prevented 
the emergence of any 
stable regional coali-
tions or alliances. 
Instead, relations 
between states seem 

to work on the principle that 
the enemy of my enemy is still 
my enemy. For instance, over 
the last few years we have seen 
attempts to establish a Saudi-
Qatari-Turkish coalition, as well 
as a Saudi-Egyptian alliance. Not 
much of either remains today; and 
no one should expect the recently 

formed Russian-Turkish-Iranian 
alliance on Syria to hold for too 
much longer.

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 
the defining element of the Middle 
East for decades, has morphed 
into a local conflict. It remains 
unsolved, and an upsurge of vio-
lence within the next few years is 
more likely than a settlement. But 
it no longer dominates political 
discourse or action in the rest of 
the Middle East. The dominant 
conflicts today are the regional 
conflict over hegemony between 
the two Gulf powers – Saudi 
Arabia and Iran – and the war 
in Syria.

4. While the wars and civil 
wars in Yemen, Libya and 

Iraq are putting their respective 
countries at risk, the dynamics 
and outcome of the Syrian war 
will likely be a major determi-
nant for the future of the entire 
region. All the political, geopoliti-
cal, social and sectarian conflicts 
in the region converge in Syria like 
under a burning glass. Originally 
a local power struggle, the con-
flict was quickly regionalized and 
internationalized. The number of 
external players with direct or 
indirect military involvement has 
been increasing by the year, and 
now includes, above all, Iran, 
Saudi Arabia, Russia, Turkey, 
Qatar and the United States. The 
“original” parties to the conflict 
– the government of Syria under 
Bashar al-Assad and the anti-
regime opposition, with its politi-
cal and armed components – are 
exhausted. 

Neither the government nor the 
opposition could have sustained 
their war efforts had they not 
been kept afloat from abroad. 
Russia, in 2015, began its direct 
military intervention explicitly 
because it feared an imminent 
collapse of the regime.

With more than half of all Syr-
ians internally displaced or driven 
into exile, the conflict in Syria has 
produced this century’s largest 
humanitarian catastrophe. While 
differing over details, the UN, 
Russia, the US, Turkey, and the 

EU now all agree on the urgency 
of a sustainable cessation of hos-
tilities and a political process that 
leads to inclusive governance and 
a modicum of power-sharing in 
Syria. Alas, all local and regional 
players do not necessarily share 
this position.

5. There will be no sustainable 
solution for Syria and no 

regional stability without some 
form of consensus and a balancing 
of interests between the relevant 
regional and international powers. 
However, even a cursory overview 
shows how the interests and priori-
ties of these powers differ.

Russia is bent on demonstrat-
ing its great-power status and re-
establishing itself as a main force 
of order in the Middle East, and 
has had some success in Syria so 
far. By the end of 2016, Moscow 

and Tehran had helped the Syrian 
government gain a substantial 
military victory by defeating the 
rebels in Aleppo. Russia then 
initiated a tripartite effort with 
Turkey and Iran to resume politi-
cal talks between the government 
in Damascus and selected oppo-
sition figures, which effectively 
sidelined the outgoing US admin-
istration.

The priority for the EU and 
its member states lies in avert-
ing risks that emanate from the 
region. EU members have had to 
learn that it is simply impossible 
to wait for the conflict in Syria to 
burn itself out without creating 
new risks for Europe as a whole, 
particularly in terms of irregular 
migration and terrorism.

The priorities of the US remain 
unclear. The Obama administra-
tion was eager to reduce Amer-
ica’s over-commitment in the 
Middle East. It gave priority to 
the fight against terrorism while 
seeking to avoid being dragged 
into new conflicts. At the same 
time, Secretary of State John 
Kerry spent enormous diplomatic 
energy on attempts to resolve con-
flicts, often in cooperation with 
Russia. We can assume that the 
Trump administration will follow 
most of the same approach, but 
with much less emphasis on the 
diplomacy part.

Saudi Arabia, driven by a deep 
sense of insecurity both in terms of 
dangers from within and its lack 
of natural and secure borders, 
will try to keep the US politically 
and militarily involved. Riyadh’s 
priority has increasingly become 

to prevent what the kingdom 
would regard as a hostile Iranian 
takeover of Syria and the Levant. 

Iran is indeed seeking to estab-
lish a form of regional hegemony. 
In the absence of any real friends, 
and driven in part by real security 
concerns, it has been trying to gain 
influence through a rather crude 
projection its power, directly and 
through various proxies, into the 
countries of the Arab East. 

Turkey’s interest generally 
lies in a stable Middle Eastern 
neighborhood, and in breaking 
the links between external and 
domestic security threats. How-
ever, this interest has translated 
into widely varying policies, even 
within the last few years. After 
unsuccessfully trying to export 

its own political and ideologi-
cal model into parts of the Arab 
world, Turkish policies have 
become more realistic, giving 
priority to physically preventing 
a contiguous Kurdish belt along 
its own border with Syria and, 
on this basis, seeking to establish 
a great-power consensus with 
Russia and Iran.

6. Terrorism is indeed the 
main threat emanating 

from the region, and one of the 
main threats for societies and 
states within the region. There 
is no doubt that the totalitarian 
and terroristic state project of the 
Islamic State (IS) must be fought 
militarily and destroyed. 

At the same time, it is neces-
sary to realize that even the 
liberation of Mosul, Raqqa 
and al-Bab from the IS and the 
destruction of its military infra-
structure will not in itself defeat 
IS ideology. Without a political 
transition towards a credible 
form of inclusive governance 
in Syria, without more political 
inclusivity in Iraq, and without 
a détente between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran, an “IS 2.0” will sooner 
or later emerge. Needless to say, 
in the absence of such a positive 
evolution, we should not expect 
an end to the conflict in Syria, an 
end to sectarian polarization in 
the region, an end to the flow of 
refugees from Syria or a condu-
cive atmosphere for reconcilia-
tion and reconstruction in Syria 
and in the mainly Arab Sunni-
inhabited parts of Iraq that so 
easily fell under IS control only 
two or three years ago.

7. While we cannot predict 
the future of the Middle 

East, we can imagine and frame 
its options for political and geo-
political development with the 
help of two historical metaphors: 
the Thirty Years War in Europe 
and the Concert of Powers in 
the 19th century. The former 
depicts a region in a generation-
long period of unrest and violent 
conflict. It would not mean actual 
war being fought in all countries 
at all times, but rather a long 
series of wars, civil wars, revolts 
and other forms of organized vio-
lence involving the entire region 
as well as a host of extra-regional 
actors.

The latter would stand for a sort 
of Vienna Congress (or, as some 
prefer, a Westphalian Peace Con-
ference), whereby the functioning 
states of the region, along with 
all influential external players, 
would agree on basic principles of 
coexistence that do not deny – let 
alone abolish – political, ideologi-
cal and sectarian differences and 
conflicts of interests, but rather 
help to accept and respect them 
as the requirements of common 
survival.

Europeans, as the region’s clos-
est neighbors, have a vital interest 
in supporting developments in 
line with this second metaphor. 
This will involve some unsavory 
compromises and agreeing to 
work with partners that are part 
of both the problems and the solu-
tion. Without regional partners, 
none of the conflicts will be con-
tained, let alone solved. Ignoring 
or isolating difficult players does 
not inspire them to change. It 
is altogether easier to deal with 
difficult yet functioning partners 
than with failed states. 
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From Brakelsiek  
to Bellevue

The extraordinary career of Frank-Walter Steinmeier  |  By Theo Sommer

S
ince its founding in 1949, 
the Federal Republic of Ger-
many has had ten foreign 
ministers. The first three – 

Konrad Adenauer, Heinrich von 
Brentano and Gerhard Schröder 
– anchored Germany in the Euro-
pean Community and in NATO. 
The next three – Willy Brandt, 
Walter Scheel and Hans-Dietrich 
Genscher – initiated West Germa-
ny’s Ostpolitik, the détente that 
would ultimately lead to German 
reunification. Then Klaus Kinkel 
and Joschka Fischer set the federal 
republic’s course in the post-Cold 
War world. And finally, Frank-
Walter Steinmeier took the helm 
at the foreign ministry from 2005 
to 2009 for the first of Angela 
Merkel’s Grand Coalitions. After 
four years of Guido Westerwelle, he 
manned the office for a second time 
since 2013, and made Germany 
aware of its mounting degree of 
global responsibility.

When Steinmeier moved back 
into Werderscher Markt after four 
years as leader of the SPD in the 
Bundestag (and an unsuccessful 
2009 campaign to become chancel-
lor), the world had changed. This 
much was clear to him: “Euro-
pean and German foreign policy 
are facing turbulent times.” The 
disappearance of the “cynical sta-
bility of the Cold War,” as he put 
it, already had spawned a number 
of new, exceedingly dangerous 
regional confrontations – in Africa, 
the Near and Middle East, Afghani-
stan. Everywhere, crises and con-
flicts, archaic violence as well as 
struggles over power, hegemony 
and zones of influence were raging 
with no end in sight. The annexa-
tion of Crimea and Moscow’s inter-
ventions in Eastern Ukraine were 
threatening peace in Europe, as new 
conflict lines were emerging in Asia 
with the rise of China and India. 

At the same time, the European 
Union was unraveling after having 
achieved 60 years of growing pros-
perity and peace among the states 
of Europe. The Brexit bombshell 
and the rise of populism in many 
EU countries has suddenly made 
it clear that European cohesion 
is in jeopardy, and that the pro-
cess of European integration is not 
irreversible. The foreign minister 
could see more than just hairline 
cracks. “The world is out of joint,” 
Hamlet’s lament, became a fre-
quent utterance of Steinmeier’s. 
He was also prone to describe the 
crumbling world order with an 
image from Robert Musil’s The 
Man Without Qualities: It is like 
“what happens when a magnet lets 
the iron filings go and they tumble 
apart again.”

Frank-Walter Steinmeier hails 
from the small village of Brakelsiek 
in the Lippe Uplands. His father 
was a carpenter and his mother a 
factory worker who had fled Bre-
slau at the end of the war. He grew 
up in Brakelsiek, becoming the first 
in his family to attend high school, 
playing for the local soccer club, 
passing his a-levels and doing his 
military service with the air force, 
where he would reach the rank of 

Private First Class. Architecture 
was an early interest, he played 
with the idea of becoming a jour-
nalist, but in the end he studied 
law, while also taking courses in 
political science. The 444 pages 
of his doctoral thesis focused on 
public policy regarding homeless-
ness. There was little indication of 
a future career in politics. 

“The time is out of joint—O 
cursèd spite/That ever I was born to 
set it right,” Hamlet’s plaintive turn 
was not yet on his mind, but Willy 
Brandt’s Ostpolitik had already 
politicized the high schooler. In 
1975 he joined the Social Demo-
cratic Party (SPD), without yet 
becoming an active member. It 
was by coincidence that one of 
his former fellow students, who 
worked in the state chancellery of 
Lower Saxony’s Prime Minister 
Gerhard Schröder, suggested he 
move from academia to politics. 
Her name was Brigitte Zypries, 
later federal minister of justice and 
currently minister for economic 
affairs. He followed her advice and 
in 1991 was hired as media adviser. 
Soon he moved up, taking over the 
department of policy guidelines and 
interministerial coordination and 
planning.

It was the beginning of an 
extraordinary career. In 1996 he 
became state secretary and chief of 
the state chancellery in Hanover. 
After Schröder’s election as chan-
cellor, Steinmeier became state 
secretary and commissioner for 
national intelligence at the federal 
chancellery in 1998, and chief of 
staff of the chancellery in 1999.  

Over the course of his career, 
Frank-Walter Steinmeier made 
good use of what the coach of his 
village soccer team had first appre-
ciated: stamina and a big heart. 
He was no ball hog; he was a team 
player; he had enormous endur-
ance; and he was a hard-nosed 
defender. He began as a power 
broker in the red-green coalition 
but soon played a crucial role in 
devising critical political strategy.  
He was the architect of reform for 
the economy and the job market, 
which – under the name Agenda 
2010, then and still today con-
tentious within the SPD – once 
again made the former “sick man 
of Europe” the continent’s lead-
ing economy. It was the gradual 
transformation of a political man-
ager into a politician, and the last 
step before achieving the mantle of 
“statesman.”

When Steinmeier first became 
foreign minister in 2005, some 
doubted that he possessed enough 
foreign policy experience for the 

post. They were wrong. His role 
at the chancellery had been highly 
political. As coordinator for intel-
ligence services, he was privy to 
information about the state of 
the world and intricately versed 
in all questions of international 
security. Since the Kosovo War 
in 1999, he took part in myriad 
foreign policy decisions, in partic-
ular about Europe. His influence 
was central when the government 
decided to send the Bundeswehr 
to the Balkans and to Afghani-
stan. After Sept. 11, his voice was 
decisive in formulating Schröder’s 
“no” to the Iraq War. He brushed 
off then US Ambassador to Ger-
many Daniel Coats (now Trump’s 
director of national intelligence) 
in no uncertain terms: The SPD, 
he pointed out, is fundamentally 
a party of peace and is not on 
board for dubious escapades in 
the Middle East.

However, in those days Stein-
meier operated behind the scenes, 
hardly visible to the public. In 
2005, like any foreign minister, 
he was suddenly in the spotlight. 
But the job change could not have 
been much smoother. He was 

soon the most popular German 
politician.

Steinmeier has been served well 
by all the qualities for which he 
praises the people from his native 
Lippe: “disregard for any sort of 
formality or ceremony,” skepti-
cism toward “blowhards and pipe 
dreamers,” being straightforward, 
down-to-earth and honest. His own 
predisposition corresponds to the 
virtues of his fellow villagers. He 
comes across as someone who 
is balanced, calm and persistent, 
sober and reflective, conscientious 
and composed. He has been called 
a problem solver, a “master of the 
unpretentious”, a “bridge builder”, 
a “ferryman between shores” – the 
“antithesis to the Trumps, Le Pens, 
Orbans and Hofers.”

These qualities of a patient 
pragmatist also inform his foreign 
policy. “He stands for indefati-
gability,” says President Joachim 
Gauck, “always ready to con-
tinue to negotiate, mediate and 

convince.” This was on display 
during his negotiations between 
the warring parties in Ukraine, 
in the 12 years of discussions 
with Iran, and most recently, yet 
still without results, in his efforts 
for a truce and peace agreement 
in Syria. 

Steinmeier is a realist. Crises are 
the new normal, he has often said; 
crises and conflicts between states, 
but now ever often between states 
and non-state actors. Yet our age 
of perpetual crises has not dis-
couraged him; it has inspired him. 
“Now more than ever!” was his 
motto. Do not give up. Do not 
entertain fear. Do not surrender 
hope or confidence. And never suc-
cumb to speechlessness; it spells 
the death of diplomacy. Keep the 
channels of communication open, 
and nourish them.

In his first tenure as foreign 
minister he strove for a modern-
ization and innovation partner-
ship with Russia.  He regretted 
that Moscow’s offers for dia-
logue on collective security and 
an economic community stretch-
ing from Lisbon to Vladivostok 
was never taken seriously in the 

West. “Transformation through 
linkage” was his watchword. 
In Yekaterinburg in 2012 he 
sketched the image of a new bal-
ance of power, “in which the 
Pacific region, Russia, the Euro-
pean Union and Central Asia 
are linked to one another both 
economically and politically and 
profit from one another.”

The annexation of Crimea and 
the Russian intervention in East-
ern Ukraine put a brutal end to 
this vision. Steinmeier condemned 
Putin’s breach of international law 
in clear terms. Nonetheless, he 
became the driving force behind 
the efforts to contain the conflict 
in Ukraine and find a political solu-
tion; Minsk Protocol I and II are 
largely his work. “And even though 
Minsk is not a perfect solution, and 
there is still much to do on both 
sides to implement Minsk,” he said 
in Washington in March 2016, “we 
would be in a much worse place 
without it.” 

In the face of skepticism and criti-
cism from the public, he continued 
negotiations with Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergey Lavrov. The contin-
uation of the dialogue with Russia 
is a key question for Steinmeier: 
“Russia is a reality which we can’t 
ignore. For Russia has influence. It 
has influence in the Middle East, in 
Syria, in Europe, and beyond. So if 
we want to achieve solutions, we 
need to engage with Russia, even 
if it’s difficult.”

Difficult were also the years 
with George W. Bush in the White 
House. His secretary of state, 
Condoleeza Rice, and her German 
counterpart quarreled a lot. Stein-
meier resisted dividing the world 
into good and evil, black and white. 
The rift reached its peak after 
Schröder’s refusal to join Bush’s 
coalition of the willing in the Iraq 
War.

“We need to establish anew our 
relationship to the US,” wrote 
Steinmeier after Barack Obama 
took office. And this was a success 
to the extent to which Obama, 
who was always more fixated on 
Asia, showed any interest at all in 
Europe. Steinmeier had a good, 
albeit not particularly warm rela-
tionship with Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton. However, in his 
second stint as foreign minister he 
developed a wonderful friendship 
with his American counterpart, 
John Kerry.  They had both known 
the highs and lows of a political 
career; one had lost a US presiden-
tial election, the other a campaign 
to become German chancellor. This 
shared fate bound them, as did the 
similarity of their world views and 
the understanding of their role as 
diplomats: Never give up; politics 
of hope, not fear; move forward, 
don’t retreat. CNN dubbed Kerry 
an unremitting optimist “who does 
not rest until he has made the very 
last phone call, bent every last ear, 
appealed to every last world leader 
who might help him in his quest.” 
They were birds of a feather in this 
sense above all others. Never before 
were German-American relations 
better than during the years of their 
service, which came to end almost 
simultaneously in January 2017.  

While Kerry and Steinmeier 
were in office, the world under-
went a fundamental transforma-
tion. Russia no longer sees itself as 
a partner of the West. The West, 
itself suffering from the bacillus 
of nationalism, is threatening to 
crumble – see Brexit, see Orban, 
see Trump. The Arab world has 
sunken into utter chaos. Africa 
continues to sway between hope 
and horror, while rising China 

and its authoritarian brand of 
capitalism shows little regard for 
human rights as it creates a state 
model that despots the world over 
love to emulate.

In this new normal, it is inevi-
table that more global responsibil-
ity falls on the shoulders of Ger-
many. Frank-Walter Steinmeier 
was the first German politician 
to realize this. As early as in his 
first stint as foreign minister, he 
spoke – echoing the author Daniel 
Kehlmann – of the need for “re-
measuring the world.” Germany, 
he argued, cannot afford to sit on 
the sidelines any longer. Indeed, 
it must be prepared to take on 
more global responsibility. At his 
swearing-in ceremony in 2013 
he again alluded to this idea: 
“It is not that we needed to seek 
responsibility. We have it.” A few 
weeks later, the theme of “more 
responsibility” was the core mes-
sage of his speech at the Munich 
Security Conference, as well as in 
the speeches by Germany’s Presi-
dent Joachim Gauck and Defense 
Minister Ursula von der Leyen.

Steinmeier has never been a 
rabid interventionist. Assuming 
greater responsibility – by this 
he meant not necessarily military 
intervention, but above all engag-
ing more ardently in efforts to 
find peaceful solutions. Fear of 
the failure of one’s own initia-
tives was never justification for 
diplomatic reserve. “Diplomacy,” 
he said, quoting Willy Brandt, 
“is the General Staff work of 
peace.” He considered too narrow 
a focus on military options to be 
fatal; military strength must be 
accompanied by détente. In the 
Ukraine negotiations and in the 
discussions with Iran he showed 
the world what he meant, while 
continuing to caution the Ger-
mans against hubris: “We cannot 
take over the role of the US!” Not 
in the Near East, and certainly not 
in the Middle East.

When Steinmeier bade farewell to 
the foreign ministry for the second 
time, he ended his speech with a 
few thoughts that transcended the 
confines of his office:

“Parliamentary democracy is 
under pressure around the world; 
in many places it is being called 
into question. In too many coun-
tries, civil society and parliamen-
tary opposition groups are facing 
increasing restrictions, and self-
proclaimed ‘strongmen’ have even 
made contempt for democratic 
debate a governing principle. At the 
same time, the internet has created 
space for anonymous and uninhib-
ited communication, in which each 
new wave of agitation generates 
more clicks than any facts or argu-
ments, in which language has lost 
all moderation and the dividing line 
between the utterable and the inef-
fable is wearing increasingly thin.”

Anyone in attendance could very 
well hear the chief concerns the 
man from Brakelsiek will embrace 
upon taking residence at Schloss 
Bellevue in Berlin in his new post: 
President Frank-Walter Steinmeier 
of Germany. 

Special relationship: John Kerry and Frank-Walter Steinmeier


